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The only health organisation with an exclusive mandate to address health in the Arab World is WHO's Regional Office for the Eastern Mediterranean (EMRO). EMRO has struggled to meet its challenges. Hussein Gezairy was WHO EMRO's Regional Director from 1982 to 2012. The reputation of the Regional Office slowly degraded during his long leadership. Ala Alwan, a former Minister of Health in Iraq, succeeded Gezairy and brought integrity back to EMRO. He launched an ambitious programme for regional renewal. Disappointingly, member states failed to re-elect Alwan for a second term. Mahmoud Fikri became Regional Director in February, 2017, but died only 9 months later. Ahmed Al-Mandhari, a specialist in family medicine and public health from Oman, assumed the role on June 1, 2018. He has had a quiet start. Al-Mandhari presides over a new strategy-Vision 2023-which unsurprisingly endorses "health for all". EMRO's regional priorities are also standard fare: universal health coverage, health emergencies, healthier populations, and transformative changes at WHO. Ten "key initiatives" for 2019 include creating an "Alliance for Health for All", revitalising community-based programmes, and promoting patient safety. But these priorities and initiatives are pedestrian. They do not match the urgency of multiple predicaments facing Arab countries. Something needs to change-in the Arab World, at EMRO, and globally. * Prospects for reform are not good. Arab uprisings since 2011 have failed to launch an era of improved governance. The Arab World is the most divided it has ever been. Arab institutions are not optimal. The Arab League met for its 30th Summit in Tunis last weekend. Expectations were low. The interference of non-Arab powers in the region is growing-Iran, Turkey, Russia, and now China. A trust deficit between the Arab World and the West is wide and widening. The Arab state system is a by-product of European imperialism-not the strongest foundation for cooperation. And since the US initiated its war on terror, many in the Arab World believe that, in Rogan's words, "the United States seemed indifferent to Arab suffering" and "the war on terror was a war against Islam". Meanwhile, the persistence of Bashar al-Assad in Syria, the murder of journalist Jamal Khashoggi with the apparent involvement of Saudi Arabia's Government, and the manipulation of Egypt's constitution to enable Abdel Fattah al-Sisi to remain President until 2034 undermine confidence that the Arab World is ready for change. What can be done? Instead of waiting for governments to act, the health and medical research communities could do more to encourage collaborations with Arab nations. The Arab World is home to world-class universities-the American University of Beirut, Birzeit University, the University of Jordan, to name but a few. By forging bilateral educational, clinical, and research partnerships, possibilities for a transformational shift in opportunities for a new Arab generation are palpable. (We have seen these possibilities realised during 10 years of The Lancet Palestinian Health Alliance.) Arab countries are an illuminatingly rich arena for health action. The Qur'an underlines the importance of knowledge (20.114), reflection (45.13), and education (96.5). Scaling up programmes of scientific and professional exchange would justly honour these Qur'anic commitments.
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